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uring an email exchange, I
encountered a link to a Charlie
Rose interview with Eileen Farrell,
whose inflection when pronouncing the
name of “Jussi Björling” was indicative of
her impression and respect (https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=xwwwK-MNdNI). It
was even more specifically spelled out in
Brian Kellow’s (Farrell) biography where
she says, I was in awe of Björling—I would
get so caught up listening to the gorgeous
sounds that came out of his throat that I
would forget to sing! (p. 151, Can’t Help
Singing)
On The Record Shelf with Jim Svejda
(KUSC), Siegfried Jerusalem was asked:
When you were growing up, who were the
kinds of singers that influenced you most—
the guys you admired the most? Without
hesitation Jerusalem responded, I must say
it was Jussi Björling. I loved him so much; it
was so fantastic!
Renée Fleming sang here in Utah
recently and when Björling’s name came
up, her response had a respectful aura to
it. Dedicated as we are as members of JBSUSA, let us not forget how remarkable it is
that the “legendary” status of Jussi Björling
continues, in spite of the ever increasing
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distance from his time. Like most of us,
two of the three singers mentioned thus far
never heard him in person.
In April, armed with a personal
invitation from Nora London, Marilyn and
I went to New York City to attend the 45th
anniversary recital of the George London
Foundation at the Morgan Library. That
recital has entered the “most memorable”
ranks of performances I’ve attended, and
seeing the roster/program tells you why!
Superlatives in the English language
have been shredded in overuse by Madison
Avenue and media interviews everywhere
(notable or otherwise), so I’m loath to even
venture forth. Let me just mention “the
company this recital keeps” with some
of my other “most memorables:” Manon
(Massenet) with Sills and Gedda (SFO);
Mahler 7th Symphony with Bernard Haitink and Concertgebouw Orchestra (SLC);
Jessye Norman’s Richard Strauss Recital
in Salzburg (1986—her seven encores and
applause equaled the full length of the 20
songs on the printed program); Tozzi’s Hans
Sachs (video); Sills (NYCO/LA) and Radvanovsky (Met) as Elizabeth I in Roberto
Devereux, and for full measure, Waltraut
Meier’s Kundry in Parsifal (Bayreuth).
After all the unwritten superlatives,
what really set the GLF Recital apart was
the Master of Ceremonies, Ben Heppner.
His introduction was short, sweet and dignified. But Ben Heppner is a leading tenor,
and I needed more! After the introduction,
he promised he’d be back with something
more to say at the end of the evening, and
I thought, “great, you’ve saved some good
stories for the end!” Which he did, sharing
some of his touring performance experiences with Craig Rutenberg, one of the
GLF pianists for this recital. But suddenly
it became very apparent that his final comments would be sung. Now, other than his
numerous recordings, my experience with
the “live” Ben Heppner has been limited to
a couple Meistersinger’s and Tristan’s. He
was always a special singer for me (and
for the JBS-USA, where he is an Honorary
Advisor). In the brief moment before the
piano revealed Heppner’s ending-encore,
I contemplated the possibilities. Haydn

Wood’s Roses of Picardy (which he included
on his “My Secret Heart” CD) wasn’t one
of them. My initial disappointment was
obliterated by the wealth of expression, the
beauty of tone, the wisdom of experience,
and perfection of the performance given by
Heppner and Rutenberg. Listening to his
CD simply doesn’t suffice. “The roses were
shining in Picardy” became a dedication to
Nora London, who has become a different
but equal legend to her husband.
There was a reception afterwards and
lucky me, I met Ben Heppner as he stepped
off the elevator. We chatted, and immediately he brought up the recent JBS-USA
Journal which he had been looking over
just before leaving Toronto. He expressed
superlatives and a memory—a special
private Jussi recording Raymond Björling
(Rolf ’s son) had played for him. The understanding and passion for Jussi Björling was
immediate and genuine.
Flying home, the wealth of great
singing we had encountered within that
two hour recital led me to contemplate Jussi
Björling and the various recordings that
were never to be made. Among those was
Puccini’s Il tabarro with Leontyne Price
and George London. Then I pulled out an
Internet article, “Impossible Discs” by Ortrud Maxwell, that puts forth information
I had not previously encountered (http://
parterre.com/discs31.htm). [Disclaimer: No
documentation is provided in the article, so
we must reserve the possibility of potentially spurious content.]
Otello may be the first of these contemplated recordings to come to most minds.
Of it, this article claims, ….the reason a
young Jon Vickers was asked to record Otello
with Tullio Serafin even though he had yet
to assume the part onstage was because the
original project—a Fritz Reiner Otello with
Jussi Bjoerling (who would have likewise
been making his role debut) and Victoria de
los Angeles—had all but evaporated.
Jussi Björling had signed a contract on
26 October 1959 for a stereo remake of La
bohème with de los Angeles and Beecham
(Jussi, p. 358). But according to this same
article, Another unnecessary duplication
was avoided when the death of Jussi Björling
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brought Nicolai Gedda to the EMI/Schippers
Bohème (with Mirella Freni).
If one considers all of the “what if ’s,”
there could also have been a Fenton in
Falstaff, Lohengrin, Stolzing in Meistersinger, Riccardo in Ballo (twice), Faust,
Don José in Carmen, Roméo, and perhaps
Gualtiero in Il pirata. The Roméo recording had been specified in his RCA contract
signed on 9 February 1956, which also gave
specificity toward a future Otello with these

I cannot record Il tabarro. Have to rest between other recordings, doctors orders. Sorry
to disappoint you. Bjoerling. (Jussi, p. 335)
And with that telegram, the only opportunity to hear those three voices together:
Leontyne Price, George London and Jussi
Björling, evaporated.
In those days, record companies
didn’t believe they could sustain more
than one recording of any opera. How
that idea transformed over the subsequent
50 years! And now today most of the
major companies, if they still exist, have
little interest in making any studio opera
recordings. But even more significant
is how much Björling gave and gave,
especially given his frail health.
In two more generations most of us
will be gone, but the legacy of great singers
and their singing will soldier on. Who
will be the headliners, drawn from our
current and those ensuing years? And how
will they compare to The Incomparable
Björling? n

words: We (RCA Victor) previously agreed
to your recording Otello for the Angel label.
(Jussi, p. 274)
Jussi’s Luigi in Il tabarro was scheduled
to be recorded the same summer as the
Verdi Requiem and the Solti Ballo. Sometime between April 13th and the June 25th
required date to be in Rome (1960), Jussi
cancelled. The undated handwritten text
of a telegram he sent to RCA’s Dick Mohr
stated: Regret very much to inform you that
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